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Re s e a rch has begun to ve ri fy the notion t h at m o n ey and effo rt s p e nt early in the life of

a fa m ily may re s u l t in more effe ct i ve preve nt i o n , yield more positive outco m e s, a n d

u l t i m ately co s t S t ates and communities less.

Early int e rve ntion includes such strategies as scre e n i n g, a s s e s s m e nt , re fe rral ,a n d

t re at m e nt of youth at risk for substance abuse and re l ated risk fa cto r s ; home visita-

t i o n ; early education (e. g. , Head Start ) ;s t u d e nt a s s i s t a n ce pro g ra m s ;e m p l oyee assis-

t a n ce pro g ra m s ; and t re at m e nt and counseling serv i ce s . Early int e rve ntion oft e n

fo cuses not only on the mother- c h ild int e ra ction and the needs of the chil d ,b u t al s o

on the psyc h o l o g i c al needs of the mother, e s p e ci ally her sense of mastery and co m-

p e t e n ce. I t can also address the life situations and stressors t h at can int e rfe re with

p a re nt s ’p o s i t i ve adaptation to pre g n a n c y, b i rt h , and the early care of their chil d .

Some import a nt findings ab o u t the effe cts of early int e rve ntion come from re s e a rc h

on juve n ile crime and delinquency, which has implications for substance abuse pre-

ve ntion as we ll . Studies find t h at w h ile the more t roubling risk fa ctors may beco m e

ev i d e nt a fter chil d ren reach adolesce n ce , the most c h ronic and serious offe n d e r s

o ften show signs of ant i s o ci al behavior as early as the preschool ye a r s .

Early Int e rve ntion Strategies are more likely to be effe ct i ve if t h ey do one or more of

the fo ll ow i n g :

• Ta r ge t fa m ilies co n s i d e red at risk for using, or who are al re a dy using, al co h o l ,

to b a cco, and other dru g s

• Include skill - b u ilding co m p o n e nts for both pare nts and chil d re n

• I d e nt i fy and build on the strengths of the fa m il y

• Offer ince nt i ves for part i ci p at i o n

• S t ri ve to be cu l t u rally appro p ri at e

• A d d ress the re l ationship between substance abuse and other adolesce nt

h e alth issues
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I Can Problem Solve (ICPS) at MCP

Hahnemann University in Philadelphia,

Pe n n sy l va n i a , was developed by Dr. My r n a

B. S h u re. I t is both a preve nt i ve and a re h a-

b i l i t at i ve pro g ram to help children fro m

p reschool to grade 6 re s o l ve int e r p e r s o n a l

p roblems and preve nt a ntisocial behav i o r.

S p e c i f i c a l l y, I CPS focuses on impat i e n ce ,

a gg re s s i o n , ove r-e m o t i o n a l i t y, and social

w i t h d rawa l . The pro g ram has been ex t e n-

s i vely eva l u at e d .

“ We have found t h at i t m a kes a diffe re n ce

when children are invo l ved in the pro ce s s

of thinking about w h at t h ey ’re doing, a s

opposed to re ceiving demands, co m m a n d s,

even sugge s t i o n s, even ex p l a n at i o n s, ”s ays

S h u re. “Instead of the adult doing all t h e

talking and all the thinking for the child,

the child is doing the t h i n k i n g, with guid-

a n ce from adults.”

I CPS is available for t h ree leve l s :p re s c h o o l ,

k i n d e rga rten and primary gra d e s, a n d

i nt e r m e d i ate element a ry gra d e s . Initial 

lessons focus on defining vo c a b u l a ry and

making sure t h at c h i l d ren understand spe-

cific wo rd s, t e r m s, and co n ce p t s . To do t h i s

c h i l d ren may play games but the ga m e s

also teach them basic vo c a b u l a ry t h at w i l l

help them later on to settle disputes. Fo r

i n s t a n ce ,c h i l d ren learn the wo rd pair

“ b e fo re and aft e r.” T h ey may play ga m e s

with the wo rd s, making up funny exa m p l e s

t h ey like , such as, “I cannot brush my t e e t h

b e fo re I ge t o u t of bed in the morning.”

O n ce t h ey ’ve mastered the meanings of

the wo rd pair, t h ey can begin to apply t h e

ideas of “ b e fo re and aft e r ” to disputes t h at

o ccur—such as when a teacher asks, “ W h at

happened befo re Peter hit yo u ? ” (instead of

the more t raditional question, “ Pe t e r, w hy

did you hit L u ke ? ” ) . Peter now co n n e cts t h e

wo rd “ b e fo re ” with the fun he had with t h e

wo rd , and he’s more likely to answer t h e

q u e s t i o n .

I CPS, while it co n ce nt rates on co n ce p t s,

co g n i t i o n , and re a s o n i n g, also focuses on

c h i l d re n’s fe e l i n g s, helping the children see

co n n e ctions between feelings and act i o n s

and thus changing how t h ey act. O b s e rve r s

of the pro g ram see t h at the childre n , ove r-

a l l ,b e come much calmer and quieter, a n d

t h at the classroom env i ro n m e nt b e comes a

m o re understanding and peaceful env i ro n-

m e nt for learning. Eva l u ations showed t h at

a year of t raining was effe ct i ve in enhanc-

ing both co g n i t i ve problem-solving and

b e h av i o ral skills. C h i l d ren in the pro g ra m ,

co m p a red to a co nt rol gro u p, s h owed 

fewer high-risk behav i o r s, i m p rove m e nt

in pro-social behav i o r s, and better t e s t

p e rfo r m a n ce (suggesting t h at c h i l d re n

whose behavior improved could co n ce n-

t rate on the t a s k- o r i e nted demands of 

the classro o m ) .
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An Effective Program Teaches Children a Problem-Solving Approach

to Guiding Their Behavior and Resolving Their Differences
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